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forward deck space the carcasses were pulled to pieces and
the bones cut up with steam saws. The pieces were tipped
into the gaping mouths of the boilers below deck. And this
was another of the unamiable features of the ship. It
enabled her from time to time to claim a victim, for the
mouths of the boilers were just square holes in the deck,
gaping and unfenced. When there were whale carcasses on
the deck in process of dismemberment the whole space
became a mass of blood and guts, as are all whaling factories
in operation. Winches belched steam and rattled, steel
hawsers flicked and tightened in all directions, swinging
bleeding masses of flesh from place to place. It sometimes
happened, in the midst of this clangour and confusion, that a
man missed his footing and fell into the mouth of a boiler.
There is one part of a whale's anatomy that is a particular
danger. It is the tongue, which is nothing but a great bag
of connective tissue, a vast slithery cushion. If you step on
the tongue as it lies amputated upon the deck, it seems to
ride away with you for several yards and then you fall down
heavily on your backside, which will always cause everyone
present to cease work and stand roaring with laughter at
your misfortune. You get up rubbing the parts affected and
pretending it was a mere nothing. But the Antarctic
claimed more than one victim in this way, for sometimes a
man would step on a piece of tongue and ride away on the
slithery mass along the deck, clawing at the air and stagger-
ing for balance, straight for the hot, stinking, black mouth of
a boiler. Down there the tongue flopped quivering on top
of him. I was told this with a kind of relish.
But I never saw the Antarctic at work. This evening the
decks were clean and empty, the winches silent and the wires
coiled upon their drums. In the saloon dinner was ready.
A stout steward announced the fact on a gong. We stood in
two respectful rows, one on each side of the long saloon
table, Wheeler and I opposite one another at the foot,
awaiting the Captain and the Manager. When they came